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Abstract
Research on language assessment literacy (lal) has focused on describing this construct for different 
stakeholders involved in language assessment, while paying secondary attention to pedagogical 
initiatives aimed at fostering lal among teachers. This research article reports on a diagnostic study 
which sought to describe the lal of forty Colombian English language teachers; the purpose of this 
diagnostic was to use the teachers’ feedback to design an online language assessment course. Through 
a mixed-methods research design, a questionnaire and a content analysis scheme were used for data 
collection and analysis. The convergent findings indicated issues in the design of assessment instruments 
and a related need to develop the teachers’ design dimension of their lal. Implications for the design 
of the course are presented, based on the data generated in the study. 

Keywords: language assessment; language assessment literacy; language testing; teacher professional 
development; validity in language assessment

Desenvolvimento de um curso de avaliação para 
professores de inglês em serviço na Colômbia

Resumo
As pesquisas sobre avaliaç� ã� o em contexto de lí� nguas (acl) tê� m se concentrado em descrever esse 
constructo para diferentes atores envolvidos na avaliaç� ã� o de lí� nguas, enquanto tê� m dado atenç� ã� o 
secundá� ria à� s iniciativas pedagó� gicas voltadas para o fortalecimento do acl entre os professores. Este 
artigo de pesquisa relata um estudo diagnó� stico que buscou descrever o acl de quarenta professores 
colombianos de inglê� s; o objetivo do diagnó� stico foi utilizar o feedback dos professores para projetar 
um curso online de avaliaç� ã� o linguí� stica. Por meio de um desenho de pesquisa de mé� todos mistos, 
foram utilizados um questioná� rio e um esquema de aná� lise de conteú� do para a coleta e aná� lise dos 
dados. Os achados convergentes indicaram problemas no desenho de instrumentos de avaliaç� ã� o e uma 
necessidade relacionada de desenvolver a dimensã� o de design do acl dos professores. As implicaç� õ� es 
para o desenho do curso sã� o apresentadas com base nos dados gerados no estudo.

Palavras-chave: avaliaç� ã� o de lí�nguas; avaliaç� ã� o em contexto de lí�nguas; testes de lí�ngua; desenvolvimento 
profissional docente; validade na avaliaç� ã� o de lí� nguas
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Diseño de un curso de evaluación para docentes de inglés en servicio en Colombia

Resumen
La investigació� n sobre la Literacidad en Evaluació� n de Lenguas (lel) se ha centrado en describir este constructo para diferentes actores 
involucrados en la evaluació� n lingü� í� stica, prestando una atenció� n secundaria a las iniciativas pedagó� gicas destinadas a fomentar la lel entre 
los docentes. Este artí� culo de investigació� n presenta un estudio diagnó� stico que buscó�  describir la lel de cuarenta docentes colombianos 
de inglé� s; el propó� sito de este diagnó� stico fue utilizar la retroalimentació� n de los docentes para diseñ� ar un curso en lí� nea sobre evaluació� n 
de lenguas. A travé� s de un diseñ� o de investigació� n de mé� todos mixtos, se emplearon un cuestionario y un esquema de aná� lisis de contenido 
para la recolecció� n y el aná� lisis de datos. Los hallazgos convergentes indicaron problemas en el diseñ� o de instrumentos de evaluació� n y 
una necesidad relacionada de fortalecer la dimensió� n de diseñ� o en la lel de los docentes. Se presentan las implicaciones para el diseñ� o 
del curso, basadas en los datos generados en el estudio.

Palabras clave: evaluació� n de lenguas; literacidad en evaluació� n de lenguas; pruebas de lengua; desarrollo profesional docente; validez en 
la evaluació� n de lenguas

Introduction
Language assessment literacy (henceforth lal) refers to the knowledge, skills, and principles that various stake-
holders (e.g., language testers, applied linguists, language teachers, etc.) need to participate in assessment-related 
tasks, namely the design and evaluation of language tests (Davies, 2008; Fulcher, 2012; Kremmel & Harding, 
2020). Existing research on lal has thoroughly described what this construct entails, even though it differs across 
stakeholder groups (Kremmel & Harding, 2020; Pill & Harding, 2013; Taylor, 2013). Regarding language teachers, 
scholars (Giraldo, 2022; Inbar-Lourie, 2013, November; Scarino, 2013; Stabler-Havener, 2018; Taylor, 2013) have 
suggested that teachers’ lal comprises, among other elements, the following:
•	 Theoretical knowledge: models and frameworks of language ability; language pedagogy; concepts in language 

testing.
•	 Contextual knowledge: personal beliefs, experiences, and needs; local assessment guidelines and practices.
•	 Practical skills: designing assessment instruments for all language skills; analyzing assessment data; evaluating 

language performance reliably and validly; connecting assessment to teaching and learning.
•	 Principles: ethics, fairness, democracy, and transparency.

Research on teachers’ lal has also focused on the skills and needs these stakeholders have (Fulcher, 2012; 
Sultana, 2019; Tsagari & Vogt, 2017; Vogt & Tsagari, 2014). Findings in this area have shown that, in general, 
teachers do not feel sufficiently prepared for assessment. As authors have suggested, this may be a result of 
inappropriate or non-existent training in language assessment at the pre-service level (Lam, 2015; Vogt & Tsagari, 
2014). Thus, a research avenue that has been solidifying in later years is the development and implementation 
of lal training for teachers.

Overall, as it may be expected, lal training has had an overwhelmingly positive impact on teachers. Specifically, 
they develop an awareness of concepts related to language testing (Baker & Riches, 2018; Boyd & Donnarumma, 
2018; Kremmel et al., 2018); learn how to design professional assessment instruments (Koh et al., 2018; Montee 
et al., 2013; Restrepo, 2021); and analyze how assessment can positively impact teaching and learning (Arias et 
al., 2012; Baker & Riches, 2018).

Although research has clearly shown the impact of lal training on teachers, a current gap exists in research on 
how such lal training initiatives—whether in the form of workshops or courses—have been designed. Montee 
et al. (2013), for example, mentioned that they used a questionnaire and the analysis of assessment instruments 
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to create an assessment course for teachers of less-commonly taught languages. Similarly, Arias & Maturana 
(2005) conducted a diagnostic study on language teachers’ assessment practices and found problems regarding 
teachers’ theoretical and practical knowledge for language assessment. The findings in this study led to a language 
assessment training initiative, reported in Arias et al. (2012); however, Arias et al. did not discuss how such lal 
training was designed. 

	 Perhaps more importantly, research on the design of lal courses could provide valuable feedback to 
advance lal pedagogies—a current call in lal research (Fulcher, 2020; Giraldo, 2022). Thus, the purpose of this 
article is to report on the design of an online language assessment course for in-service English language teachers 
in Colombia. Two related research questions guided the design of the course:
1.	 What are the language assessment literacy needs of a group of English teachers in Colombia? 
2.	 How can these needs inform the design of an assessment course for these teachers? 

This article begins with a literature review focusing on pedagogical approaches to fostering teachers’ lal. It 
then presents the research context and methodology, followed by findings and related discussions. The article 
concludes with final reflections and, most importantly, implications for the design of the online assessment course 
for the teachers in this study.

Literature Review

lal Training for Teachers 

Davies (2008) and Malone (2017) explain that a major source of lal is language testing textbooks. As these authors 
suggest, the field has shown increasing concern with providing lal for classroom teachers, which is evident in 
textbooks that directly target these stakeholders. Additionally, they explain that while there remains an emphasis 
on theoretical and technical aspects of testing, there is also growing attention to the critical and social dimensions 
of assessment—i.e., the principles side of lal (e.g., ethics and fairness).

Language testing courses in undergraduate and graduate programs are another source of lal reported in the 
literature. Findings in this aspect show that these courses, like textbooks, tend to focus on theoretical and practical 
aspects of assessment, while not placing sufficient emphasis on principles (Brown & Bailey, 2008; Fulcher, 2012; 
Lam, 2015; O’Loughlin, 2006).

The Nature of Assessment Courses for Language Teachers

A review of assessment courses for language teachers (for in-depth reviews, see Giraldo, 2021; Gan & Lam, 2022) 
suggests three trends in the literature. First, courses for teachers traditionally focus on assessment qualities such 
as reliability and validity, as well as the purposes that assessment serves (Arias et al., 2012; Delgado & Rodriguez, 
2022; Kleinsasser, 2005; Montee et al., 2013; Nier et al., 2009; O’Loughlin, 2006). Second, most courses have a 
strong emphasis on analyzing assessment instruments to promote lal, followed by the design of contextualized 
assessments (Baker & Riches, 2018; Kleinsasser, 2005; Giraldo et al., 2023; Koh et al., 2018; Kremmel et al., 
2018; Levi & Inbar-Lourie, 2020; Montee et al., 2013; Restrepo, 2021). Finally, in conjunction with the practical 
aspect of these courses, teachers lal is evaluated through the analysis of the test tasks and instruments they 
create (Baker & Riches, 2018; Levi & Inbar-Lourie, 2020).

As explained earlier, there are few studies reporting—in a detailed manner—on the actual design of assessment 
courses for language teachers. Thus, in the following sections, this article describes how an online language 
assessment course for in-service English teachers in Colombia was developed. 

https://doi.org/10.17227/folios.62-20705
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/


 36Folios n.º 62 ▪ Segundo semestre 2025 ▪ Facultad de Humanidades ▪ Universidad Pedagógica Nacional ISSN: 0123-4870 ▪ e-ISSN: 2462-8417
https://doi.org/10.17227/folios.62-20705https://revistas.upn.edu.co/

Segundo semestre de 2025 ▪ pp. 33-49
Segunda época ▪ Artículo de investigación

De
si

gn
in

g 
an

 A
ss

es
sm

en
t C

ou
rs

e 
fo

r I
n-

Se
rv

ic
e 

En
gl

is
h 

La
ng

ua
ge

 Te
ac

he
rs

 in
 C

ol
om

bi
a

Fr
an

k G
ira

ld
o﻿﻿

Methodology
A convergent mixed-methods approach was employed, whereby quantitative and qualitative data were collected 
to strengthen the findings and support informed decisions for course design. Mixed-methods approaches allow 
for thorough descriptions of phenomena, as data from various angles support broader and more nuanced inter-
pretations (Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017; Ivankova & Greer, 2015). In the present study, qualitative data came from 
the analysis of assessment instruments that teachers shared, while the quantitative data were gathered through a 
questionnaire completed by the teachers. The research approach and findings from this study may provide useful 
insights for a larger audience: Other researchers interested in designing online assessment courses for language 
teachers may draw on these findings to inform their own lal contexts.

Context of the Study

Various scholars in Colombia have called for the professional development of language teachers in lal, at both the 
pre- and in-service levels (Giraldo & Murcia, 2019; Herná� ndez-Ocampo, 2022; Herrera & Mací� as, 2015; Ló� pez 
& Bernal, 2009). However, few studies report on lal training specifically for in-service language teachers in this 
country. In fact, most existing research has focused on lal courses for pre-service teachers (Giraldo & Murcia, 
2019; Jaramillo-Delgado & Gil-Bedoya, 2019; Restrepo, 2020), although a growing body of research on lal is 
emerging on in-service teacher training (Giraldo, 2024; Restrepo, 2021).

In response to the need to foster in-service teachers’ lal in Colombia, a project was proposed.2 The project 
was divided into two major stages: 1) A diagnostic stage to collect data and design the lal course and 2) an 
implementation stage to deliver it. The findings presented in this article are based on the diagnostic stage, which 
served as feedback for the design of the Online Language Assessment Course (henceforth olac).

To gather participants for the olac, information about it was emailed to all Secretarí� as de Educació� n (Offices 
of Education) in all 32 departments of Colombia. Additionally, the information was shared via academic contacts 
(professors and academics) and through personal social media (Facebook and WhatsApp). Any English language 
teacher in Colombia was eligible to participate, as olac was initially envisioned as a mooc (Massive Open Online 
Courses).

A comprehensive, informative consent letter—available in both English and Spanish—was included in the 
call for participants to ensure that teachers were fully aware of the project’s scope and the implications of their 
participation in the olac. Data collection took place in March 2023, and data analysis—used to inform the olac 
design—took place between May and July 2023.

Participants

Forty English language teachers from various regions of Colombia participated in the diagnostic stage of the afore-
mentioned project. They were English language teachers in various educational contexts, ranging from elementary 
schools to universities. Figures 1 to 3 present information about participants’ locations (by department), their years 
of experience teaching English, and the kinds of learners they taught at the time. Figure 4 provides information 
regarding teachers’ prior training in language assessment.

2	 The present article comes from a research study called El Diseño y la Implementación de un Curso Online Masivo y Abierto (mooc) en Evaluación de Lenguas 
Extranjeras (Designing and Implementing a Massive Open Online Course –mooc– on Language Assessment). The study was sponsored by the Vicerrec-
toría de Investigaciones y Posgrados of Universidad de Caldas in Manizales, Colombia. Code: 0727622. 

https://doi.org/10.17227/folios.62-20705
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/


 37Folios n.º 62 ▪ Segundo semestre 2025 ▪ Facultad de Humanidades ▪ Universidad Pedagógica Nacional ISSN: 0123-4870 ▪ e-ISSN: 2462-8417
https://doi.org/10.17227/folios.62-20705https://revistas.upn.edu.co/

Segundo semestre de 2025 ▪ pp. 33-49
Segunda época ▪ Artículo de investigación

De
si

gn
in

g 
an

 A
ss

es
sm

en
t C

ou
rs

e 
fo

r I
n-

Se
rv

ic
e 

En
gl

is
h 

La
ng

ua
ge

 Te
ac

he
rs

 in
 C

ol
om

bi
a

Fr
an

k G
ira

ld
o﻿﻿

0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
Ca

uc
a

Có
rd

ob
a

Ca
ld

as
Q

ui
nd

ío
Ri

sa
ra

ld
a

Su
cr

e
An

tio
qu

ia
At

lá
nt

ic
o

Bo
ya

cá
N

or
te

 d
e 

Sa
nt

an
de

r
Cu

nd
in

am
ar

ca
Hu

ila
Va

lle
 d

el
 C

au
ca

Am
az

on
as

Ar
au

ca
Bo

lív
ar

Ca
qu

et
á

Ca
sa

na
re

Ce
sá

r
Ch

oc
ó

Gu
ai

ní
a

Gu
av

ia
re

La
 G

ua
jir

a
M

ag
da

le
na

M
et

a
N

ar
iñ

o
Pu

tu
m

ay
o

Sa
n 

An
dr

és
 y

 P
ro

vi
de

nc
ia

Sa
nt

an
de

r
To

lim
a

Va
up

és
Vi

ch
ad

a

Figure 1. Number of Teachers Participating in Diagnostic Stage (per State)
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Figure 2. Experience Teaching English
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Teenagers in high schools

Young learners in elementary schools

Adults in elementary or high school

Adults studying at university

Young learners, private lessons

Young learners in English language institutes

Adults in English language institutes

Teenagers, private lessons

Adults, private lessons

Teenagers in English language institutes

 

Figure 3. Types of Learners the Participants Teach (ranked)

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45

A complete course in your undergraduate studies

A complete course in your graduate studies (MA or PhD).

Attended workshops (about language assessment) a�er you
started to work as an English language teacher.

Learning about language assessment on your own, e.g., by
reading articles, watching videos, etc.

Learning about language assessment from other
peers/colleagues.

Yes No N/A

 Figure 4. Prior Training in Language Assessment

Note: n/a means not applicable.

Corpus

To participate in the olac, the teachers were asked to share two assessment instruments: one for receptive skills 
(listening or reading) and one for productive skills (speaking or writing). In total, the teachers shared 80 documents, 
of which 40 were used in the final analysis. 

Instrument and Procedures 

Questionnaire. All participants completed an online questionnaire (designed using Google Forms), which was 
divided into five sections: 
•	 Section 1 (9 items) gathered background information (e.g., name, email, place of work).
•	 Section 2 (8 items) focused on prior training in language assessment.
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•	 Section 3 (9 items) asked teachers about the types of assessment activities in which they had been involved.
•	 Section 4 (3 open-ended items) explored teachers’ learning goals, challenges in assessment, and expectations 

for the course.
•	 Section 5 (32 items) presented a list of suggested course topics—31 closed-ended and one open-ended item. 

The response scale ranged from 1 = Not important at all to 5 = Extremely important.
Appendix A includes the descriptive statistics for all the 31 closed-ended items in Section 5.
The questionnaire used in this study was based on Giraldo & Yan (2023) and piloted with 19 teachers. During 

the pilot, Cronbach’s alpha was calculated at 0.92, which suggests a satisfactory level of internal consistency 
(Dö̈rnyei & Taguchi, 2010). The teachers in the pilot exercise also provided comments on the usefulness of 
the questionnaire to design the olac. They agreed that the instrument was fit for purpose and that it included 
topics they found relevant for their assessment practice. One minor change was made to the questionnaire, 
based on the teachers’ feedback: include an age-range that was missing in Section 1. In the final administration 
of this questionnaire with the 40 teachers, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.90, which reiterated the satisfactory internal 
consistency of this instrument. 

Analysis grid for the assessment instruments. A simple table was used to evaluate the strengths and areas for 
improvement in the assessment documents the teachers shared. This table included three columns: A code for 
each assessment instrument (e.g., Teacher1L), a section to record strengths, and a section to record aspects to 
improve. Analyzing language assessments at face value is not an easy task. To approach it objectively, a set of 
design guidelines was used, the most important of which are summarized below (based on Alderson et al., 1995; 
Brown, 2011; Carr, 2011; Fulcher, 2010, among others):
For receptive skills:

All the items in the reading/listening test 
•	 have the potential to collect information about these skills and not others;
•	 do not overlap, i.e. one item does not give the answer to the other;
•	 are unambiguous and written in clear and correct language; 
•	 do not have more than one answer in the multiple choice or true false formats, except where expressed 

otherwise in the instrument. 
For productive skills:

The assessments for speaking/ writing
•	 include language-based criteria;
•	 do not have overlapping criteria;
•	 are based on a realistic or performance-based task;
•	 avoid the assessment of construct-irrelevant aspects;
•	 include clear scoring, where applicable. 

Of the 80 documents shared, 40 instruments were appropriate for content analysis—that is, they were 
skills-based language assessments. Table 1 shows how the 80 documents were categorized.
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 Table 1. Categorization of Assessment Documents

Documents Shared by Teachers Claiming to Test Receptive Skills (n = 40)

Number of Documents What the Tests Aimed to Assess

16 Listening

18 Reading

4 Grammar

1 Pronunciation (ipa transcription)

1 This was a lesson plan

Documents Shared by Teachers Claiming to Test Productive Skills (n = 40)

Number of Documents What the Tests Aimed to Assess

4 Speaking

2 Writing

9 Vocabulary

7 Grammar

3 Translation

2 These were lesson plans

9 Only task and no criteria

4 No document shared. 

Data Analysis

The qualitative data in this study came from the content in the corpus of language assessments and the open-ended 
items in the questionnaire. To analyze these data, qualitative content analysis (qca) was used. According to Schreier 
(2012), in qca, a coding frame can be used, which is composed of main categories (or dimensions), subcategories, 
and units of coding. The frame can be arrived at through data-driven and concept-driven (theoretical) analysis. 
Table 2 is an example of how qca was used for the data in the present research report.

Table 2. Approach for Qualitative Content Analysis

Main Category Sub-Categories Units of Coding

1. Design of language 
assessment instruments

1.1 Strengths in design

1.2 Aspects to 
improve in design. 

1.1.1 (from analysis of corpus) The test mixes 
methods, namely mcqs, T-F, and gap-filling. 

1.1.2 (from analysis of corpus) The rubric includes clear descriptors. 

1.2.1 (from analysis of corpus) 4 out of 5 items 
can be answered without reading. 

1.2.2 (from questionnaire): What expectations 
do you have about this course? 
“Learn all the knowledge how to design good assessments”.

The quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, including mean, median, range, and ranks. 
These calculations were done for Section 5 of the questionnaire, which asked teachers to rate the importance 
of various topics to be included in the olac. In line with the mixed-methods approach for this case study, data 
from the questionnaire and the qca were grouped to account for the major findings, which are presented and 
discussed in the next section.
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Findings and Discussion 
This section presents and discusses the findings emerging from qualitative and quantitative data on Colombian 
English teachers’ feedback used to design an online language assessment course. To structure the report, results 
from the qualitative content analysis ware presented first, followed by quantitative data from the questionnaire. 
Each finding will be followed by a discussion against relevant existing literature.

Issues with the Design of Receptive Skills Assessments

The analysis of the 34 assessment instruments for receptive skills led to the identification of design issues that 
could make the use of these instruments problematic for professional language assessment. Construct-irrelevance 
was a common design issue among the instruments, in various test methods. Various items and/or tasks for 
reading/listening seemed to be designed to assess other constructs unrelated to receptive or productive skills. 
For example, in Sample 1 below, the instrument is designed to assess how to use the words more and than in 
comparative sentences. Sample 2, on the other hand, was meant to assess listening comprehension; however, 
the item can be answered without listening as it assesses the ability to identify a synonym for a word in isolation.

Sample 1, from Teacher8R (gap filling): 

Complete with more or than. 

Stella thinks Simon’s homework was _________ interesting _________ hers.

Sample 2, from Teacher20L (multiple choice):

A synonym for “Snooze” is 

a. Take a nap 

b. Scamper 

c. Sunny Back Porch

Another issue that was common in the instruments, particularly in multiple-choice and true-false items, was 
the fact that items did not have one unambiguously right answer, which they should. For example, in Sample 3, 
the teacher includes options that overlap. 

Sample 3, from Teacher9L (multiple choice):

The 5 newly industrialised countries mentioned are: 

a. Brazil, China, Taiwan, South Korea and India 

b. India, China, Brazil, South Korea and Japan 

c. China, South Korea, Taiwan, Brazil and Vietnam 

d. India, China, Thailand, Brazil and South Korea

Let us suppose that the right answer is d.. However, the countries mentioned in d. are also mentioned in a., b., 
and c.. That means these other options are partially correct. Similarly, in Sample 4 below, the right answer is not 
clear as there is none. The item is asking for information that is not stated in the text students were supposed to 
read, so the item cannot be true nor false.

Sample 4, from Teacher11R (True-False)

Text to be read (only segment that mentions information about Gustavo):
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  My dad Gustavo isn’t a doctor, he’s a teacher. My mother is very good treating patients and my father is the best 
teaching English, Spanish and French.

Item:

Gustavo speaks German, Italian and Latin. True or False

According to the information in the text, and the item, one cannot state whether it is true or false that Gustavo 
speaks any of the three languages.

The teachers’ answers in the questionnaire reiterated a need regarding the design of assessments for receptive 
skills. Table 3 below shows the results from ranking 31 topics for the online assessment course, where assessing 
receptive skills was ranked third and creating test items was ranked eighth. Furthermore, notice that the range for 
assessing receptive skills is 1, which means the 40 teachers agreed on the importance of this topic for the course. 
The first ranked topic is included in the table as it directly relates to assessing receptive skills.

 Table 3. Top Ranked Topics Related to Assessing Receptive Skills

Rank Items Means Medians Modes Ranges

1 Planning the design of assessment instruments. 4.8 5 5 2

3 Assessing receptive skills: listening and reading.  4.75 5 5 1

8 Creating test items and tasks that can provide consistent and 
reliable information about your students’ language skills. 4.575 5 5 3

Note: Table 3 only includes those rankings that are relevant for this finding. 

Other research studies have suggested that teacher-made assessments of receptive language skills tend to 
have the same issues that are described above: construct irrelevance and ambiguity in answer keys (Arias & 
Maturana, 2005; Frodden et al, 2005; Giraldo et al., 2023). The design of useful reading or listening tests involves 
the adherence to numerous guidelines like the ones mentioned in the analysis grid above or discussed by authors 
(Alderson, 1995; Brown, 2011; Carr, 2011); thus, the teachers who designed these assessments may not have 
had the training needed to design useful tests of reading or listening comprehension (see Table 4 for details)  
or may have simply forgotten to follow specific design guidelines. Finally, based on the content analysis and the 
results in Table 3, the design of assessments for receptive language skills seemed to be a must for designing the 
online course. 

Issues with the Design of Productive Skills Assessments

Whereas 34 assessment instruments of receptive skills were appropriate for analysis, six assessments of productive 
skills were analyzed: four speaking tests and two writing tests; three main reasons explain the low number of 
productive-skills tests. First, out of 40 assessment documents, 20 were tests of other language skills: nine tests 
sought to assess knowledge of vocabulary (e.g., providing the correct written translation for words in Spanish); 
seven tests targeted knowledge of grammar (e.g., forming syntactically correct sentences through unscrambling); 
three tests were exercises for students to translate sentences from Spanish into English; and two documents 
were lesson plans (see Table 1  for how the documents were classified). Second, nine assessments only included 
the task for learners to perform but did not specify assessment criteria in any way; thus, these nine documents, 
in reality, were tasks and not assessments. Finally, four teachers did not provide any document related to the 
assessment of productive language skills. 

Issues with construct definition in speaking or writing were common across all six analyzed assessments. On 
the one hand, four tests included the criteria to be judged in either writing or speaking performances; however, 
there was no clear description of what was to be judged about the stated criteria. For instance, in Sample 5 below, 
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the teacher was seeking to assess writing skills within a tale-like genre. The assessment criteria were content, 
accuracy, vocabulary, and punctuation. However, the rubric does not specify what about these criteria was assessed; 
for instance, there were no details regarding what punctuation marks were the targets for this assessment task. 

Sample 5, from Teacher15W

WRITING TEST                                                            SCORE:

Read the Canterville’s Ghost again. Then, write a paragraph giving a different end to the story.

Grading criteria.:

Content: ___/10 | Accuracy: __/10 | Vocabulary: __/10 | Punctuation: __/10

On the other hand, the other two tests included criteria that were unrelated to the construct of language ability; 
in other words, they assessed other aspects in addition to speaking or writing skills. Sample 6 is a rubric that was 
used to assess speaking; in this instrument, two criteria are not related to the construct of language ability or 
communicative competence: visual aids and preparedness. Let us suppose that, hypothetically speaking, a student 
is located at the Superior level in all the criteria. If this is the case, 50% of the performance will be attributed to 
these two constructs which are not language skills.  

Sample 6, from Teacher25S

Criteria Low Basic High Superior

Visual Aids Never uses visual 
aids during his/her 

presentation. 

Uses simple visual aids 
such as random images 
that have no order, to 

support understanding 
of his/her presentation.

Uses organized visual 
aids that are relevant 

to the topic, to support 
understanding of his/

her presentation.

Uses organized 
visual aids, whether 

physical or digital, with 
phrases that support 
understanding of his/

her presentation.

Preparedness Reads his/her entire 
presentation, showing 

little preparation 
for this activity. 

Shows confidence 
while speaking and 

reading, in some cases, 
to present his/her idea. 

Shows preparation when 
speaking during most 
of the presentation, 

using his/her notebook 
occasionally as an aid. 

Is very prepared for 
the presentation and 
shows it by speaking 
without the need to 

use his/her notebook, 
classmates, or teacher. 

Grammar

Pronunciation

Comments

Note: The descriptors above were translated from Spanish. The descriptors for grammar and pronunciation 
were not included as they were not relevant to the present analysis and discussion. 

In the open answers to the questionnaire, teachers reported that assessing productive skills and rubric creation 
were aspects they would expect to see in the course. For example, Teacher35 stated that they want to learn about 
“establishing criteria when assessing speaking”, whereas Teacher 21 reported that one of their challenges is “is 
how to evaluate the speaking skill.” Regarding rubric creation, Teacher17 stated that they “would like to learn 
more about qualitative evaluation, how to create rubrics”. Finally, assessing productive skills was ranked fourth, 
among the 31 topics in the questionnaire; the mean for this item was 4.7, the median 5, the mode 5, and the range 
2, suggesting that the forty teachers found this topic very important for the course.

Other research studies have shown that, when it comes to assessing productive language skills, teachers do seem to 
have trouble clarifying the construct to be assessed (Arias et al., 2012; Giraldo et al., 2023; Levi & Inbar-Lourie, 2020). 
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As the data above suggests, this issue was also present in the instruments that were scrutinized. However, when 
it comes to including constructs unrelated to language (e.g., preparedness), two perspectives must be considered. 

On the one hand, teachers in this study may need to include these other aspects, as part of institutional or even 
classroom policies for assessment. While these other criteria may pose validity issues for interpreting results from 
language assessments, Brookhart (2003) argues that in classroom assessment, context is construct-relevant. On 
the other hand, in general educational assessment, assessing skills unrelated to a class or course is called score 
pollution, which may be considered an unethical practice (Green et al., 2007; Rasooli et al., 2019); in language 
testing, this is called construct irrelevance and considered a threat to validity (Fulcher, 2010; Messick, 1989). 
In conclusion, the assessment of productive language skills must be addressed in the course, specific attention 
should be given to construct definition –and most importantly– the course should address to what extent assessing 
constructs unrelated to language ability is valid and ethical within teachers’ specific institutional and/or personal 
assessment ecosystems. 

Instrument Design as a Major lal Need

Especially in the open items of the questionnaire, the most common theme revolved around the need to learn or 
develop skills regarding the design of assessment instruments. This lal need was expressed either as a learning 
want, challenge, or as a course expectation. The teachers used words such as tools or instruments to provide this 
feedback for designing the online course. For instance, the sample below shows how the teacher connects the 
design of assessments to language learning and development, within their educational context:

Teacher19

I would like to create tools that allow me to indisputably assess what my students learn as the foreign language lessons 
unfold. I also want to create tools to assess the students’ learning performance after they finish modules and lessons 
set in any foreign language learning course.

Additionally, Teacher22 comments on their challenge when it comes to test design. According to this teacher, 
a challenge for them is “establishing criteria when assessing speaking, writing and designing a listening test.” 
Notice that assessing productive skills comes up as a need again. Finally, Teacher31 states that they expect to 
“learn to create practical and reliable assessment tools”; this answer further suggests the teachers’ need to have 
a design-based assessment course.

The quantitative results from the questionnaire also may be interpreted as feedback to design a course in 
which the design of assessment instruments is a pillar. Table 4 presents three top ranked topics that involve the 
design of language assessments; the low range of 2 suggests that there was agreement among all the teachers, 
who thought these topics were very important for the course. 

 Table 4. Top Ranked Topics Related to Design as a Core Course Topic

Rank Items Means Medians Modes Ranges

1 Planning the design of assessment instruments. 4.8 5 5 2

5 Creating test items and tasks that resemble real-life language use. 4.63 5 5 2

10 Designing test items which have the potential to collect clear 
information about your students’ language skills. 4.55 5 5 2

Note: Table 4 only includes those rankings that are relevant for this finding.
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Perhaps not surprisingly, language teachers expect their learning and professional development to be grounded 
on a practical approach. This expectation has, in fact, been observed in lal research studies which suggest that 
teachers want to learn about practical aspects in assessment (Fulcher, 2012; Malone, 2013). lal courses, as the 
literature has shown, have responded to this call and have been based, mostly, on practical test analysis and test 
design tasks (see the section titled The Nature of Assessment Courses for Language Teachers for a review). 

Limitations 
Two limitations emerging from this research must be addressed. Initially, the project with which this report is 
aligned was called “Designing a Massive Online Open Course (mooc) on Foreign Language Assessment”. The goal was 
to create a course that would welcome a high number of Colombian English language teachers, which is why the 
invitation to participate was sent to the Offices of Education in all 32 states of Colombia. However, given that 
40 teachers participated in the diagnostic stage, the mooc became a small-scale assessment course. Therefore, 
the results of this sample are relevant to the ecology of this course and no generalizations can be made to other 
contexts. Notwithstanding the small nature of this research, the findings in this study may provide feedback for 
stakeholders interested in designing online assessment courses for language teachers elsewhere, more specifically, 
in the Colombian context of language teacher education. 

The second limitation relates to the nature of the research design. The lal of the 40 teachers in this study 
was studied through a questionnaire and content analysis of 80 assessment documents they shared, from which 
40 instruments (34 for receptive skills and 6 for productive skills) were appropriate for scrutiny. The information 
from these two research methods can, in no way, provide a complete picture of teachers’ lal, especially as this 
construct is developmental (Baker, 2021; Yan & Fan, 2021); thus, the data in this study, while practical and useful 
for lal course design, is somewhat limited. Perhaps an in-depth, individual interview may have provided more 
data for course design and more nuances as to the teachers’ situated lal. However, additional research methods 
may have made the initial project (the mooc explained above) highly resource-heavy and time-consuming.

Conclusions and Implications
The purpose of the present research article was to report on the description of 40 Colombian English language 
teachers’ lal. The information provided by these teachers became the basis for designing an online assessment 
course for these key stakeholders in lal research. The convergent analysis of 40 assessment instruments and the 
results from the questionnaire were useful to reach two conclusions: on the one hand, there was a lack of clarity 
in the constructs to be assessed and how they were assessed; on the other hand, the assessment of constructs 
irrelevant to language ability was common. Therefore, as the data also shows, the professional design of assess-
ments was a major need emerging from the data yielded by the two research methods.

Considering the data in this study, the online assessment course should be designed with these instructional 
principles in mind:
•	 Course sessions should address the design of assessment instruments for receptive and productive language 

skills.
•	 Guidelines for designing items to assess receptive skills are to be part of the content in the course; for example, 

how to make items construct relevant; how to design options that do not overlap; and how to spot faulty 
items and argue why they are faulty. 

•	 Special consideration should be given to the theory and practice involved in designing useful rubrics to assess 
productive skills. 
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•	 The theoretical concept of validity should be addressed from a contextual, technical, and ethical perspective; 
in other words, teachers should be taught how to make their assessments more construct-relevant while 
considering their assessment contexts. Additionally, the course should touch upon how construct irrelevance 
may lead to unethical or unfair practices in assessment. 

Appendix B is the schedule with the weekly topics for the olac. Some commentary accompanies the schedule 
to substantiate the decision-making process that bridged research and instruction for the present lal initiative.

Appendix A

Descriptive Statistics for All Items in Section 5 of the Questionnaire

Rank Items Means Medians Modes Ranges
1 Planning the design of assessment instruments. 4.8 5 5 2
2 Assessing integrated skills. 4.75 5 5 2
3 Assessing receptive skills: listening and reading.  4.75 5 5 1
4 Assessing productive skills: speaking and writing.  4.7 5 5 2
5 Creating test items and tasks that resemble real-life language use.  4.63 5 5 3
6 Relating language assessment to language teaching and learning.  4.6 5 5 3
7 Evaluating available resources (for example, technology) for test development. 4.58 5 5 2

8 Creating test items and tasks that can provide consistent and 
reliable information about your students’ language skills. 4.58 5 5 2

9 Establishing a clear purpose for assessing your students’ English. 4.58 5 5 4

10 Designing test items which have the potential to collect clear 
information about your students’ language skills. 4.55 5 5 2

11 Using available resources efficiently during test development. 4.55 5 5 2

12 Evaluating the positive or negative influence that 
assessment can have on teaching and learning.  4.53 5 5 4

13 Assessing learners with special educational needs. 4.5 5 5 4
14 Conducting fair, ethical, and transparent assessment practices. 4.5 5 5 3
15 Administering assessments successfully. 4.5 5 5 2
16 Describing clearly the particular skills you want to assess. 4.5 5 5 2

17 Designing test tasks which have the potential to collect valid 
information about your students’ language skills. 4.5 4.5 5 2

18 Evaluating whether a test has the potential to collect 
information about a determined set of language skills.  4.43 5 5 3

19 Assessing vocabulary.  4.43 5 5 2

20 Designing alternative assessments; for example, 
self- and peer assessment; portfolios.  4.43 5 5 2

21 Assessing pronunciation. 4.4 5 5 2
22 Evaluating whether an assessment instrument is meeting, or not, its purpose. 4.4 5 5 4
23 Assessing students in a bilingual mode.  4.38 4 5 3
24 Assessing different age groups (young learners, teenagers, etc.). 4.36 4.5 5 4
25 Analyzing misuses of language assessment. 4.33 4 4 3
26 Discussing ethics and fairness in classroom language assessment. 4.3 4 4 3
27 Assessing grammar.  4.3 4.5 5 2
28 Interpreting statistical information and scores from language assessment. 4.13 4 4 3
29 Evaluating large-scale or standardized language tests.  3.9 4 4 4
30 Designing traditional assessments, such as true-false and multiple-choice. 3.6 3.5 3 4
31 Learning about the history of language testing.  3.2 3 3 4
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Appendix B

Schedule with Topics for the olac, with Commentary

Week Content

1 Topic: Fundamentals of Language Assessment
Commentary: Make emphasis on how purposes, methods, and constructs in language assessment must intertwine clearly. 

2 Topic: Test Specifications
Commentary: Remark on how test planning supports the design of useful, professionally made instruments. 

3 Topic: Assessing Receptive Skills
Commentary: Focus on guidelines for creating items that are construct-relevant and unambiguous.  

4
Topic: Assessing Productive Skills
Commentary: Place major emphasis on how carefully designed rubrics can be 
construct-relevant and lead to ethical practices, if used well. 

5 Topic: Assessing Integrated Skills
Commentary: Revisit design guidelines for receptive and productive skills assessments and place further emphasis on rubric creation. 

6
Topic: Validity and Reliability
Commentary: Draw attention to how miskeyed items or unclear/inexistent criteria may lead to reliability 
and validity problems; show how these two concepts are related in language assessment. 

7
Topic: Review and Wrap-up
Commentary: Base the final weeks of the course on feedback that the teachers give 
during the course, e.g., topics they would like to explore more in-depth. 
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